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Henrik Ibsen was born on March aoth, 1828, in the
little town of Skien on the south-west coast of
Norway. His father and mother showed that ex-
ceeding disparity in temperament which seems a
necessary condition for the coming of a child of
genius. His first outlook on the world from his
fathers house, the so-called Stockmannsgaard, was
on the treeless square of the town : church, town hall,
school, not to forget the stocks and the lock-up in
which mad people were confined, and the eerie story
of the black poodle with the fiery eyes up in the
church tower; and behind all this the dull drone of
the waterfalls, and the whining—like the cries of
women, he says—of the hundreds of saw-mills.
It was a sombre childhood, although not perhaps
quite so sombre as these memories might lead us to
think; but it is less what a man of genius actually
experiences in childhood that matters, than the shape
which that experience takes in the remembrance of
later years. From the beginning, the boy Ibsen
was an uncomfortable little outsider to the life around
him; a square peg in a round hole. He had that
"apart" temperament which does not make for
happiness; an inheritance from his mother, and
due perhaps ultimately to the fact that he had not
much real Norse blood in his veins; his ancestors
were, for the most part, German and Danish—he had
even a Scotch great-grandmother. He was an old-
young child, prickly and uncompanionable, who did
not get on well with his playmates; he preferred to
shut himself up with his picture-books, to play his
own games, and draw or paint for himself. Like all
bottled-up children, he lived an unhealthy life in
dreams. In his early childhood his father prospered ;
but then came bankruptcy, when Henrik was eight
years old; and the family had to retire to a decayed
old house, Venstob, outside Skien. The boy seems
to have suffered from the sense of disgrace and loss
of caste which this catastrophe brought with it.

